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Heritage
By Johannes Knudsen

The term "heritage" brings up associations of "heredity" and
this again reminds us of genes and the genetic code. Heritage
in this sense is terribly important. We are programmed by our
genes. Our appearance and condition are pre-determ ined in
many ways, ranging from the color of ou r eyes to the state of
our health and the potential of our mind, and including
negative as we ll as positive features . Genetic heritage can be
a blessing and it can be a burden. It has the greatest
significance for the individual, but is also an important
corporate factor. Ethnic groups have genetic features in
common for which they can take no individual or
contemporary credit and of which they cannot rid themselves.
If a person is a WASP (White Anglo-Saxon Protestant), it is
only the fourth letter over which she or he has any influence
or responsibility. Research experiments with genetic control
are as yet in the laboratory stage, perhaps fortunately so.
In addition to the biological heritage all of us have an
environmental heritage. This heritage can be considered from
many points of view; for the purpose of this essay we shall
choose to call it a cultural heritage. The moment we make
the choice we run into a semantic problem, however. What
does the term "culture" mean? It is used so differently by
different persons, meaning one thing to an anthropologist,
another to a sociologist, yet another to a philospher, etc.
Inasmuch as no dialogue is feasible without some agreement
on basic meanings, a definition or an understanding shall be
postulated with the request that it be respected in the
following.
A definition of culture should be simple and concise, in
part because there are so many elaborate and complicated
definitions that application and dialogue become diffkult. It
shall therefore be postulated that culture is the character and
content of living. In this connection living does not mean the
physical or material circumstances of life. These are, o f
course, essential, but they may be adequate and even
elaborate without being culturally significant. The practical
circumstances of common life are sometimes called
civilization, and civilization might be defined as the skill and
practicality of secure and comfortable living. In contrast,
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culture has to do with personal and gorup values of a more
profound nature. Culture may be elaborate and sophisticated;
in such cases it is called aesthetic or "fine" culture. It may
also reach a high quality under simple or even primitive
circumstances. Culture brings enjoyment, satisfaction, meaning and growth to a person or group. It is the good and the
beautiful. It is fulfillment, the filling-out of the framework of
life. It is "living-up to one's potential." It is quality which
cannot be measured by scientific means or by criteria of
practicality. It is the character and content of living.
The culture of an individual may flower in a significant and
sophisticated way, but it is always rooted in the common life
of a group or people. Basically, culture is always corporate. It
is also historic . It is the accumulation of the experience and
wisdom of a people that reaches back beyond the momentary
and the contemporary. It might be said that culture is the
long-time deposit of experience, imagination, interpretation
and sharing. And it is an ongoing phenomenon; therefore it is
a heritage. The people possesses it and conveys it; the
individual may inherit it, even as he may contribute to it.
Another way of expressing this is to say that culture is
indigenous. It is native to a people, to its history, to its
circumstance . It must continue to be indigenous, which
means that it must grow. By its very nature it is dynamic; the
moment it becomes static it loses its vitality and viability.
That it is indigenous also means that it is organic. It gives
expression to the inner life of a people in its own peculiar
way . Its creations are its own; they are not imitative. True
culture is not even imitative of its own past but is always
creating anew.
Culture may be expressed in many ways, in the ethos of a
people, in its laws and social structure, in its mutual concern,
in its education and administration, in its sense of beauty, in
architecture, in art, in music and in worship. Primarily it is
expressed in its lore, given form in a language. Lore is legend
and history, it is saga and story, it is poetry and song, it is
drama . The word is the primary embodiment and conveyor of
culture .
On the background of this understanding we can approach
the matter of a cultural heritage in the United States of
America . We could relate our concern to the cultural
development of the American people in general. This is a
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comprehensive task to which I have recently applied myself
in another connection . For the purpose of this essay I shall
therefore address myself to the consideration of an ethnic
heritage, specifically the cultural heritage of the Danish
people, and more specifically to the descendants of Danish
immigrants to our country.
In an essay about Danish immigrant contribution to the
future life of America, written for the Danish Committee of
the New York World Fair forty years ago, I used the metaphor
of the minute foraminifera , deposited on the ocean floor, that
contributed to the sandstone and chalk foundation of
Denmark's geological structure. Like this minute, almost
indistinguishable, coral creatures, which, in their individual
insignificance, helped build a solid foundation, the multitude
of Danish immigrants has contributed positively to American
life. This metaphor still holds, but today I would exchange it
for an emphasis on the programming of the genetic code. The
past is still with us in its positive aspects, but when I look at
the variety and multitude of biological relations entered into
by fourth generation immigrant children, I can see little
distinguishable contribution . I comfort myself, however, by
the thought that the future has not been made worse by the
input of Danish genes. This is an important reality.
Turning again from biology to the environmental and
personal impact of cultural values, I do see many individual
contributions. I also see some significant general contribution ,
but I see it mostly as an indirect perpetuation of attitudes and
a sense of values. Believing that culture is indigenous in its
very nature, and interpreting this to mean that viable culture
is dynamic, ongoing and contemporarily creative, I can find
little documentary evidence of a distinguishable corporate
contribuiton . In a way this is good . Even with the current
emphasis on ethnic identity in a pluralistic America, I must
place my hope and trust in an American people and an
American culture - not as a melting pot or even a salad bowl,
two unhappy metaphors, but as a people with all that thi s
implies. I am happy that we are in so many ways seeking
roots and searching for identity. The benefit from this will not
come as a proliferation of ethnicity but in the growth of a
corporate and organic identity. E pluribus unum, also
culturally speaking.
In order not to be misunderstood, I must say that I am
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highly in favor of recording immigrant memories, collecting
their artifacts and building the libraries of immigrant lore.
This is an important and highly necessary task for an
intelligent community. I try to contribute to this effort, and I
heartily support those who will give it their time and
devotion. The people that cuts loose from its history is adrift
on a turbulent sea of contemporary conflicts. In a very
important sense collection is perpetuation of heritage.
Looking beyond this important and dedicated effort,
however, I wonder, when I see the manifestations of general
interest in ethnicity which have blossomed in so many ways
in the last decade, whether this is a true expression of
heritage, whether it is nostalgic pretense, or whether it is
merely a momentary fad . If it is the later only, it may have
even a negative impact. So much of it seems to be reversion
to the "good old days", the ways of our grandparents or even
earlier generations. Is it indulgence in the quaint and the
unusual, ranging from whiskers to wooden shoes. As I
wonder, the question invariably looms up: Is this heritage or
is it a romantic retreat from the complex and shattered life of
today? Is there even a strong element of commercial
exploitation of the faddish public interest in oddities and
antiques? Is this a static and imitative phase of our cultural
development, a stomping in place, or are there dynamic and
creative elements at work?
If it is true that the word, oral and written, is the primary
embodiment and conveyor of culture, as it is expressed in the
lore of a people, in its recollection, its poetry, its song, its
fiction and its drama, how does the current flowering of
Danish interest among the immigrant descendants measure
up? Viking ships and Viking helmets are displayed, but does
anyone care about the real history and character of the
expansive Viking era? Medieval costumes and imitation folk
dances prevail, but what is known about medieval legend and
ballad, medieval spirit? Romantic interpretations of history,
romantic gushings over art and music, romantic imitations of
building styles are frequent, but what does the enthusiastic
public know about the philosophy of Romanticism that stirred
Hans Christian Andersen, S¢ren Kierkegaard, N .F.S. Grundtvig,
Hans Christian Oersted , and St. St. Blicher? Even droolings
about the marvels of the folk schools, the rural revival, the
co-operative movement seldom move to any understanding in
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depth. And what is known about the art, music, literature,
education, philosophy and even politics as all this has
developed in Denmark since the arrival of our grandparents
seventy five to a hundred years ago? How can there be talk of
a living heritage in fourth generation immigrant children
today, when all there is left is romantic gushing and
non-creative imitation? Windmills, mermaids, thatched roofs
and half-timbered houses (imitation) , storks, wooden shoes,
folk costumes, folk dances, Thorvaldsen's figure of Christ, - is
all this cultural heritage or is it window dressing? Even worse is it a flight from reality or the purchase of indulgences for
past failures?
Frankly, I do not believe that the current heritage fad can
be of any real significance or even positive in nature, if there
is no real effort made to understand the basic spritual values
of past generations and to make dynamic, creative and
contemporary use of them. That this is difficult there can be
no doubt; it takes work and dedication. That it is beyond
reach is a real possibility . That it is even desirable, is a
question . The important thing is to live dynamically and
creatively in our own contemporary culture. We may be able
to make a recognizable contribution from our conscious
efforts at realizing a heritage. We may have unrecognizable
resources for this as individuals and as a group. At the very
least, our genes are at work.
There is a great difference between the recognition of a
heritage and the claim of one. Recognition is a proper effort,
even an essential one. It is an aid in the establishment of
identity; it gives knowledge of positive elements that should
be promoted and negative characteristics that should be
resisted . Recognition is recollection , and recollection spurs
the collection of evidence even as it is nourished by it . But
recognition does not necessarily mean possession and it can
be very tenuous, even counter-productive. Current claims of
heritage are often quite superficial without a real sense of
values. No person or group should claim to possess what they
have not worked long and hard to retain or acquire and have
endeavored to make relevant in their contemporary
circumstances.
The last reference is the important one, as Bj¢rnson
expressed it : " Hvad du evner, kast af i de naermeste krav."
Whether our contribution to the quality of life in America be
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in private or public service, in farming, commerce or industry,
in labor ranks or in the executive suite, in education, law or
communication, in the arts or in advertising, in church life or
secular occupation, in welfare or politics, each and every one
must help shape circumstance and policy, guided by the
values in which he or she believes, many of which are an
ethnic heritage. Culture is creative. It is the main arena and
not the side-show.
A recent example of the creative character of culture, in
contrast to the static and the imitative, is the magnificent
architectural creation of P.V. Jensen-Klint called Crundtvig
Kirken, which just now celebrates its fiftieth birthday.
Jensen-Klint was deeply immersed in the heritage and spirit of
his people. He took the basic features of the ancient village
churches with their stepped gables as his starting point. But
he created an original and contemporary masterpiece which
has come to be a landmark and symbol of the culture of his
generation . The massive yet delicate beauty of this lofty
cathedral in Copenhagen combines the ancient and the
contemporary in a gracious way.
The effort of indigenizing culture will, in the vastness and
complexity of American life, largely be an individual effort.
The time when we could rally broad support behind ethnic
identity is long past. The best we can do is to offer and give
mutual support, communicate with one another, foster
understanding and spread information, collect and make
available our memories. That this task is worthy of a strong
and concerted effort there can be no doubt.
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